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Introduction

​
Black and Skinner's take is that transformation in the relationship between museums and their audiences is required, underpinned by the development of a fundamentally different, much more participatory museum experience that meets the expectations of contemporary audiences. The need to adapt is not just so that museums can survive, it is about establishing a strong sense of purpose for the 21st century museum – one that makes a clear contribution to people’s lives - and the clarity of vision to deliver on that purpose.
Participatory museum users should feel a sense of belonging - no longer visitors but part of the museum community. Thus developing a participatory museum is not focused on increasing visitor numbers but, rather, on building lasting relationships between a museum and its audiences and/or communities and converting audiences into cultural participants, thereby increasing the museum’s relevance to the communities it serves.
The participatory approach that Black and Skinner favour will lead to a very different form of museum. Instead of ‘telling stuff’ to people, the museum will support its audiences on a journey of discovery. Unlike traditional displays or interactive exhibits, where the museum maintains top-down control of content, participatory exhibits are driven by the user. They work on different levels; stimulate interaction amongst visitors (both within and beyond those they are visiting with); are driven by the direction that the user or group want(s) to go in; and the end point is frequently outside the museum’s direct control. They can vary from simple additions to the visitor experience to those requiring sustained involvement. Because outcomes are based around the process of audience engagement and exploration, they will largely be in the hands of the participants and thus be open-ended and frequently impossible to define with any certainty in advance.
Innovation is not about change for its own sake. It is about ‘new ideas that work’ (Mulgan, 2006), about finding new ways that can make a difference. It involves making change happen through developing, prototyping, implementing and sustaining new ideas in your field. Diversity of approaches and associated risk-taking are key – almost all positive change comes from trial and error.

Context
In 2012, Black wrote of how ‘many people today... refuse to be passive recipients of whatever governments, companies or cultural institutions like museums offer but instead seek to be active members of... “The Age of Participation”’, a term coined by Scott McNealy as chairman of Sun Microsystems (Black 2012: 3). As McLean put it:

… with the explosion of technologies that allow people to connect, communicate globally, and customize their experiences to their own preferences and needs, public expectations of participation have taken root in every fertile inch of our human culture.

McLean (u/d: 1)
Black’s concerns centre around not only the influence of new media but also the impact on western society of globalisation, economic crisis, demographic change and generational shift. He believes that change in Western society is now so rapid and so profound that museums, in their failure to keep up, risk being left out in the cold. This is a challenge that all cultural institutions, not just museums, face. In the UK, even the BBC has recognised the issue, reflected in the first speech by its then new Director General:
· ...change the BBC as the world around us changes... we need to understand how our audiences are changing... 

· ...our public – want control, to find out things that matter to them, to search out something special. And they know that new technology means they can find it... 

· Our audiences demand to be involved, to share with others, to debate with others. They want less distance, more involvement...  

Sir Tony Hall, 8th October 2013 
What can museums do about it? They have been in a state of constant, incremental adaptation, in response to societal shifts, since at least the 1960s. However, the speed of societal change is now so fast, and its nature so profound, that piecemeal development is no longer enough. Yet too many museums appear not to have noticed the extent to which their world and audiences are changing. They are comfortable in dealing with the past but seem to find the present and future much more difficult. For many, there is deep uncertainty, compounded by the extensive budgetary cuts that reflect both the continuing impact of the 2007/8 financial crisis and growing recognition of the limitations of public spending. The result is inertia. They know they must define and adapt to their future roles – yet most remain vague, at best, about how to do this.  
The view of Black and Skinner is that a transformation in the relationship between museums and their audiences is required, underpinned by the development of a fundamentally different, much more participatory museum experience that meets the expectations of contemporary audiences. The need to adapt is not just so that museums can survive. It is about establishing a strong sense of purpose for the 21st century museum – one that makes a clear contribution to people’s lives - and the clarity of vision to deliver on that purpose. As Simon almost says (2010: ii), one would expect a museum that is committed to audience participation to be audience-centred, to assume that visitors will construct their own meanings rather than simply parrot the voice of the museum and to recognise that visitors’ voices, if given the chance, will inform and invigorate museum content. To this Black and Skinner would add that users of a participatory museum should feel a sense of belonging - no longer visitors but part of the museum community. Thus developing as a participatory museum is not focused on increasing visitor numbers but, rather, on building lasting relationships between a museum and its audiences and/or communities. Converting audiences to become cultural participants also increases a museum’s relevance to the communities it serves.

Towards a participatory approach
The participatory approach that Black and Skinner favour will lead to a very different form of museum. Instead of ‘telling stuff’ to people, the museum will support its audiences on a journey of discovery. Unlike traditional displays or interactive exhibits, where the museum maintains top down control of content, participatory exhibits are driven by the user. They work on different levels; stimulate interaction amongst visitors (both within and beyond those they are visiting with); are driven by the direction that the user or group want(s) to go in; and the end point is frequently outside the museum’s direct control. They can vary from simple additions to the visitor experience to those requiring sustained involvement. Because outcomes are based around the process of audience engagement and exploration, they will largely be in the hands of the participants and thus be open-ended and frequently impossible to define with any certainty in advance.
This is not as new as it sounds. Visitors have rarely been passive recipients of the top down museum offer. Rather, they are active participants in creating their own, personalised museum experiences, choosing for themselves what to engage with and how, despite the museum’s best attempts to control their actions. They come when they want, set their own agendas, do what they want and leave when they want: 

However much exhibition curators and designers think or hope they can direct visitor attention and learning in specific ways, visitors ‘do it their way’. Even if the museum is successful in confining the visitors’ path through the exhibition, visitors choose what they will attend to and how deeply they will attend to it.

Adams & Moussouri (2002: 14-15)
They also normally visit the museum in family or social groups and expect to engage together. Their first priority is to have a high quality and enjoyable social outing. This does not mean there is no desire to learn. Visitors have chosen to go to museums for their social outing because they want to discover new things, broaden their horizons and/or stimulate their children. But they want the visit to be on their terms. This means understanding that while audiences may want to be told some new stuff, they primarily want to be able to do things as a group, discover for themselves and chat with each other about it. A substantial majority of visitors will expect learning to be part of this social activity - relaxation, conversation, social interaction, participation, collaboration, contribution – through which they can develop their own understanding. This in turn lends itself to a participatory approach. 

The challenge lies in persuading the museum management and personnel that taking what is a bottom up approach will work. In supporting visitors in developing their own understanding the museum must, by necessity, give up some of its authority. It is not surprising that museums have always been highly protective of their reputations while individual curators, like most professionals, are not readily willing to abandon their cognitive authority. Both these factors can lead to a failure to free up the museum visit to give users more control. Yet audiences will continue to respect the authoritative voice of the museum.  What they increasingly will not do, whether museums like it or not, is accept museums as authoritarian – they will expect to have the opportunity to reflect on and respond to that voice (Stein 2011). 

Black and Skinner saw the Innovation in Museum Displays project as an ideal opportunity to explore these issues and to begin to convince museum personnel and governing bodies that a participatory approach would work. Clearly the authors wanted audiences to engage with the new content, but the priority at this initial stage was to prove to museum personnel and managers that their organisations could take innovatory approaches to the development of participatory content. 
Innovation in Museum Displays
Innovation is not about change for its own sake. It is about ‘new ideas that work’ (Mulgan, 2006), about finding new ways that can make a difference. It involves making change happen through developing, prototyping, implementing and sustaining new ideas in your field. Diversity of approaches and associated risk-taking are key – almost all positive change comes from trial and error.

Innovation is also not about individual creativity. Sustained innovation will be essential if museums are to achieve the root and branch transformation needed to meet the expectations of 21st century audiences. This requires institutional commitment, a managerial receptiveness to experimentation, a capacity to drive change for the long term and the support of all those working for or volunteering with the organisation involved – and a change in their very mindsets. These attributes are rare in the museum field. A report on innovation in Australian museums sums up the problem:

While the study identified many examples of innovative practice... initiatives tend to be isolated, episodic and difficult to sustain in the long term...Only a few... organisations have made fundamental changes to their planning, structures and operations to place innovation... at the core rather than as add-on activities.

Mansfield et al (2014: xi)

Discussing this, Black and Skinner concluded that to change the mind-sets of organisations and museum workers required trail-blazing – one small step at a time to show what can be achieved and lead the organisation and its personnel in the direction of permanent change. The Holy Grail would be to persuade organisations to take part in projects that would have a lasting effect on the personnel involved, even if the outputs from individual activities were initially less successful. The Innovation in Museum Displays project (IMD) grew out of this discussion and was based loosely around Black’s research on the nature and impact of participatory exhibits. Funding was provided largely by Arts Council England (ACE), with a grant also from Nottingham Trent University. 
In planning the project, Black and Skinner adapted the collaborative model of open innovation put forward by the European Union’s Digital Agenda for Europe, (European Union, u/d), based in turn on Chesbrough’s book, Open Innovation (2003). The importance of collaboration to successful innovation was further highlighted by Nielsen’s Breakthrough Innovation project (Nielsen, 2015). The requirement for the sustained, systematic organisation of innovation was gleaned from the Monitor Institute’s report Intentional Innovation (Kasper & Clohesy, 2008). None of these is related to museums or heritage sites. However, reflecting on the research behind them, the authors concluded that networking and collaboration, the fostering of change agents and the presence of an active support system would drive and sustain changes that single institutions were unlikely to achieve alone. As such they decided they would base the project on bringing together all the heritage organisations involved, along with university personnel and mentors, sharing experiences on the individual projects and in joint talks and workshops. Collaboration would help develop shared values, generate more ideas and also ensure all those involved supported each other through the process. It was also hoped that a collaborative approach would help to motivate both staff and volunteers. IMD was not looking for the earth-shattering. What mattered was that proposed projects were innovative to the organisations concerned. As such they could be revolutionary or evolutionary, depending on the organisation. The authors’ view was that evolutionary was better: start small and grow the elements that worked best. 

The project took inspiration from the USA. Black and Skinner already admired the American Alliance of Museums’ Innovation Lab for Museums project (AAM, u/d) but felt the projects were all too big and the process too slow for their proposal. However, they adopted its ‘four stage model’ – research, prototype, evaluate, disseminate – as an underpinning.
They looked for comments by innovative thinkers. An interview by Nina Simon, author of the Museum 2.0 blog and of The Participatory Museum (2010), with Sarah Schulz, Director of Education and Curator of Public Practice, Walker Art Centre, Minneapolis (Simon, 2011) produced two relevant remarks:
· You need the headspace and free time to think of ideas and the resources to make them happen.

· To innovate, you really need those unrestricted dollars.

The basis of the project was influenced most, however, by the writing of Robert Stein, then Deputy Director, Dallas Museum of Art (Stein, u/d):
· Recognise that by attempting innovation, you expose yourself to risk – the freedom to innovate can only happen when museum leaders remove the stigma of failure from the process.

· Avoid monumental undertakings – encourage innovation by setting smaller, but still ambitious, milestones.

· Have a pool of money to use as a seed for experimentation.

· Invest time with staff.  
Given the small scale, frequently volunteer-run, nature of most museums in the East Midlands of England, Black and Skinner were particularly keen to attract small institutions to the project. This also reflected the thoughts of Elizabeth Merritt, director of the AAM’s Centre for the Future of Museums, who suggested that:

· They don’t have rigid policies and procedures.

· The staff interact with each other intensively and fluidly across “departments” (to the extent that truly small museums have departments.)

· They aren’t taking a big risk by innovating—they can try things with relatively small amounts of money or staff time that could have a big impact, if they work out, without being a serious embarrassment if they fail.

(Merritt, 2013: no page number)

Unfortunately, Merritt also said that other innovators could include:

· Big Museums, when they are SO big they spin off little pockets and backwaters where staff can be innovative without rising so high on the radar they get shut down; and

· Medium-sized museums that realize that they are in deep trouble, and HAVE to innovate or else they are going to fail.
(Merritt, 2013: no page number)
So, overall, virtually any museum could rise to the challenge and innovate. Thus, Black and Skinner decided to open bidding to the full range of museums. In consultation with ACE, they also decided not to limit applications to museums but to welcome other types of heritage site also.
Merritt also quoted the social scientist Everett Rogers, and his book Diffusion of Innovations (1962), which suggested that only c2.5% of a given population is truly innovative. This led Merritt to reflect on the limited numbers of applicants for the AAM’s Innovation Lab for Museums. In turn Black and Skinner surmised that, no matter how strongly the project was marketed, they could only expect a limited number of applicants – a prediction that turned out to be correct. 
So, the ambition of the IMD project was to begin the process of sustained innovation in museums and heritage sites, specifically in the East Midlands, by developing a participatory mindset through:

· aiming towards a culture that is supportive of continuous innovation (Kasper & Clohesy, 2008: 6);
· persuading museums and heritage sites to develop and pilot a diverse range of audience-centred, participative  projects that were new to them;

· putting a support system in place to assist staff as risk-takers/change-agents to develop these, including mentoring and workshops, and recognising that some of the approaches will fail; 

· placing an emphasis on collaboration – the bringing together of talent;

· focusing on small projects and pilot schemes;

· providing limited sums of cash with minimal strings attached; 

· trying to learn from failures as well as successes;
· sharing results amongst the wider group of participants;

· evaluating the results, but NOT restricting project ideas by putting an evaluation straitjacket in place from the outset;

· disseminating the experiences to the profession as a whole, with the initial participants and mentors as ambassadors.

There were potentially a huge variety of projects that could be considered participatory, so decisions on relevance came down to the application process. Applicants were geographically limited to the East Midlands.

Methodology
The primary ambition of Innovation in Museum Displays was to persuade - through partnering, mentoring and limited but unconditional funding - a variety of types of museum and heritage organisations to implement low-cost, flexible and innovative participative display ideas – and through this, to potentially influence their direction in the longer term. It had three idioms driving the selection of funded projects: ‘maximising risk’, ‘cheap as chips’ and ‘sharing experiences’.

The grant from ACE totalled £105,000 over two years, match-funded by NTU by a further £10,000. The decision was taken to run funded projects within individual financial years, allowing for two phases. It was hoped that those in phase two could learn from the initial round of schemes. Black and Skinner had expected a greater number of applicants in phase 2, following on from sharing phase 1 project experiences but this did not prove to be the case and there were roughly the same number of applicants for each round of funding.
The project was initially publicised through the website of East Midlands Museums Service (EMMS) and by a paper and workshop at the 2013 East Midlands Heritage Conference, attended by 125 delegates. EMMS was also used as a first point of contact and as administrator for the project. The application form was kept as simple as possible to make application straightforward, with the intention of encouraging people in organisations to apply who would not normally have the time, knowledge or resources for the lengthy application process in place for some other funding streams and who would have little or no match-funding. With the idiom ‘cheap as chips’ in mind, the maximum grant on offer was £10,000. Potential applicants could also contact Black and/or Skinner to discuss their ideas in advance of making their application. Altogether, a total of nine applications were received in phase 1 and ten in phase 2, smaller than anticipated but in line with Merritt’s comments above. They were judged by an independent panel, all from outside the East Midlands region, using a series of agreed criteria. The criteria were slightly amended for the second year, following feedback on the process from panel members. 

Phase 1 began with a workshop lead by Black and Skinner involving staff and volunteers from the successful applicant organisations, the EMMS administrator and project mentors (heritage professionals selected by Black and Skinner for their expertise in relation to individual projects). The ambition was to share ideas and experiences and to match up mentors and mentees. The afternoon of the workshop provided the initial chance for mentors and mentees to discuss their projects and plan ahead. The mentor-mentee relationship was not pre-defined beyond specification of the level of availability (2-3 days, plus telephone/email contact) in order for this to develop according to the needs of each project.
A key ambition for the overall project was that participants would record and document their progress, share their learning experiences with each other and their mentors and work with Black and Skinner to disseminate the results more widely. As part of this, a website (www.innovationinmusemdisplays.co.uk ) was created from the outset. This included the initial material on the project as a whole. Each project selected for implementation was also expected to provide regular updates on progress which were uploaded on to the site. 

Phase 2 also began with a workshop and matching of projects and mentors. On this occasion, participants from phase 1 also attended and shared their experiences of their projects. A further workshop at the end of phase 2 brought participants from both phases together, along with representatives from the main funders (ACE), evaluation consultant Heather Lomas, EMMS administrator Charlotte Pratley and Black and Skinner of NTU.
Flexibility of the budget for each selected project was a crucial element in allowing freedom to change and adapt. Their experimental nature meant that they evolved and developed as they progressed and feedback shows that organisations valued the flexibility afforded within their individual grants, enabling them to be responsive, incorporate new ideas and have flexibility within the budget to experiment, without the risk of stepping outside the grant conditions that might normally apply. 

The Projects
Phase 1:
Swannington Heritage Trust

The organisation

The volunteer-run, charitable Swannington Heritage Trust is based in a former mining village in Leicestershire, where the community has lost much of its heritage identity. Originally created to preserve former railway sites in the village, the trust now has a wider remit ‘to preserve and enhance the legacy of the past for the benefit and enjoyment of people in the present’.  

 The project

‘Swannington Before the War’ gave residents a view of history literally on their doorsteps, through information panels ‘planted’ (like estate agents’ boards) in front garden boundaries, revealing the historical events in that location just before World War I. The event was scheduled for one week. It was preceded by micro-talks in village pubs and events for sharing and recording memories and scanning documents and images to include in the displays and in a village database. The final Saturday saw pop-up displays at the village hall including information and images from the garden boards, maps with comments boards and space for children to remake the village in Lego. A booklet based on the project was given to each household.

The Trust was awarded £7,000 for implementation which more than doubled its income over the previous year. In terms of relative scale, this represented a great leap forward, somewhat into the unknown. 
The innovative aspects of this project lie with the community itself. The project leader, a retired engineer with no knowledge of interpretation or museum practice, brought enthusiasm and imaginative ideas: ‘There was lots of ‘winging it together’ and the lessons learnt have reduced the ‘winging’ since the project ended.’ (Lomas, 2015, evaluation report). Mentoring was enriching and beneficial: ‘For a volunteer-led Trust that lacked experience in museum work and a knowledge of ideas that have been used elsewhere… [the mentor] made a terrific difference.’ (Lomas, 2015, evaluation report). 

Sustainability

Following the success of the WW1 project, a further project was implemented in 2015, ‘Swannington Trades & Occupations’, to the same template, using local funds and legacy kit and ideas.

interest in the project contributed to a marked upturn in community involvement, with neighbours enthusing one another about the event and the stories that emerged. Residents came forward to take part as they became engaged in their village heritage. The village school participated in the 2014 project and supported the 2015 follow-up directly, with schoolchildren involved and the final event taking place in the school hall. Both events were supported by a high proportion of village residents, including the Indian take-away, the local police, major land-owners and local councillors and membership of the trust increased by a third. However, the common problem of few individuals coming forward as trustees and project leaders has arisen. The busy trustees need to address legacy and sustainability issues in the future, albeit from a much more visible and positively-viewed position in the community.

Creswell Heritage Trust

The organisation
The charitable trust manages Creswell Crags, an internationally-important geological and prehistoric archaeological site set in a limestone gorge honeycombed with caves, with a visitor and education centre and museum. Located in a former mining area, the site charges for visitors to the museum and caves, but a much larger footfall of local people use the green spaces free of charge.

The project

The aim for ‘Through New Eyes’, to which £6,000 was granted, was for staff to work with postgraduate students from Nottingham Trent University's Museum and Heritage Management course, to experiment with ways to harness the creativity of young people to develop digital interpretation  – and devise a workshop format that could be adapted for future use. Sessions were facilitated by digital content consultants with experience in developing projects for and with young people. 

Central to the project was the innovative (for the organisation) process of developing digital content and interpretation with young people themselves. Process was of paramount importance - an opportunity to pilot new ways of engaging and creating dialogue with younger people. Outputs included a touchscreen information point in the visitor centre and a pilot for a smartphone app trail. For the latter, mobile signal coverage for this rural site remains a challenge.

Sustainability

Tapping into the expertise, creativity and enthusiasms of young people to develop new resources was a key objective. However, it twice lost its lead change-maker, demonstrating the real challenges for staffing and organisational resources, where creative ideas and their implementation can depend upon individuals. Should the staff team change, there often remains a lack of buy-in or complete understanding. The concept of the project was sound; to work however, it needed staff continuity. This is a project idea the authors would like to see taken forward again. 

Sir John Moore Foundation

The organisation

The charitable Sir John Moore Foundation and its Grade I listed building, provide support and a home for the local state primary school in Appleby Magna, Leicestershire, alongside heritage, learning, community and enterprise activities and a diverse programme of events targeted at use by all within the local community and beyond. 

The project

The Foundation planned to inspire teenagers excluded from school to use archaeological finds, artefacts and stories to engage with their heritage, through planning and delivering an external automaton, and a digital interactive. ‘Arty-facts and Digi-tales’ was awarded £10,000 and aimed to create an outdoor feature about archaeology, including a ‘poet-tree’, as identified by young people, to enable visitors to create poems inspired by their experiences. Digi-tales experimented with young people-led engagement between visitors, collections and stories, using an iPad. As with other projects, process was as relevant to outcomes as the products and developing sustainable relationships with the community and with hard-to-reach young people in particular, was a main focus.

Sustainability

The Foundation is building a national reputation for its work with hard-to-reach young people. This project was another step along that road – one in which they could be genuinely experimental in the process of working with the young people to establish effective ways of engagement and giving them pride in their own achievements. 

The Heritage Centre Manager commented ‘We have seen the IMD as part of our wider ‘heritage by stealth’ approach.  This project has made us think more clearly about how to achieve heritage by stealth and we’ll be putting that into practice’. 

Sharpe’s Pottery Museum

The organisation

Sharpe’s Pottery is a small charitable trust run museum which occupies the last surviving example of a bottle kiln and pottery hovel from the once-thriving pottery industry of S.E. Derbyshire. 

The project

With a grant of £7500, this focused on exploring new ways for the museum to work creatively with its local primary school. Supported by their mentor and a bought-in project leader, staff felt more confident in developing their relationship with teachers and offering sessions ‘Inspired by Pattern’ that gave the school groups excellent experiences on site and delivered creative responses to the Museum’s collections, culminating in an exhibition of children’s artwork.The Museum Curator commented that the project leader ‘was paid to support us and the knowledge and experience she brought… really helped us to put it into practice.’
 ‘The mentor was great, it can be isolating in a small museum so having someone there to consult was great; she brought a different perspective to how we work.’
Sustainability

‘Inspired by Pattern’ focussed upon building relationships and developing staff confidence and expertise. An experienced mentor and project leader were an important element in this. In the same way that it was observed that impetus in small organisations could be easily lost with staff changes, as at Creswell Crags, the same can be said of the Sharpe’s Pottery Museum project. However, the museum continues to have an active relationship with the local school.

Phase 2:

Woolsthorpe Manor

The organisation

The National Trust is the largest heritage charity in the world and, with over 150 accredited museums, it is also the largest museum organisation in the UK. Woolsthorpe Manor, a National Trust property of modest scale in Lincolnshire, is the birthplace of Sir Isaac Newton and site of his major scientific discoveries in his ‘year of miracles’. The site includes his home and a small hands-on science centre. In common with a growing number of National Trust properties, it has considerable freedom in its operational management. 

The project

Perhaps the most exciting and one of the least predictable projects, Woolsthorpe was granted £6,200 to recruit ‘Science Cadets’, as originally termed, to become involved in an open-ended way with science on site. Ultimately, the group of young people - mainly teenagers who had found themselves marginalised at their different schools because of their ‘geekiness’ - formed themselves into a group that designed and demonstrated scientific principles in a practical, engaging manner. ‘Practical Investigations into Scientific Method’ (PrISM) as they named themselves, were light-touch facilitated by a volunteer, but demonstrations and activities were entirely group-led and took place both on site at Woolsthorpe and at events in local towns, publicised by the group’s teenage marketing and social media manager.  The culmination of activity, long after the project’s funded period, was the launch of a weather balloon to act as a small satellite.

Innovation was apparent at various levels, beginning with the Property Manager’s personal commitment to implementing a small but open-ended idea and convincing National Trust managers that this would be beneficial. Providing identity, safe space, unfettered funding and few boundaries to a group of otherwise discouraged young people bore much fruit. Finding a mentor and facilitator (‘I was only there to stop them blowing themselves up’) who shared the vision completed the framework for inspiring remarkable outcomes and continuing impetus for this innovative work.

Sustainability

‘We are currently looking to develop other projects off the back of the PriSM project, including enhanced interpretation on site, using the principles of this project to influence all our future interpretation.  Staff have confidence to start the project to approach interpretation in new ways and to develop new audiences’ (Property Manager).

The success of the project helped the Property Manager to persuade the Trust to fund the re-display of the manor house and to see Woolsthorpe as the Trust’s lead experimental site nationally in the presentation of science. The PriSM group continues to thrive and, in the process, continues to shake up the natural conservatism of this huge organisation. 
University of Nottingham and Lakeside Arts

The organisation

Lakeside Arts is the University of Nottingham's arts centre, and includes the Weston Gallery, curated by the Department of Manuscripts and Special Collections, responsible for the university's extensive archives. 

The project

The driver for the Life Lines project, initially awarded funding of £5000, was to extend the reach of Weston Gallery exhibitions using a theme linked to World War I. An interaction station aimed to engage the large numbers of existing café visitors. At the heart of the project, a series of workshops brought together a group of local people to explore, conserve and share their own related, personal archive material. This project was designed flexibly, to allow it to change and grow in dialogue with participants.

‘Hard’ outcomes included adding to archive documentation and family history records, and increasing the skills and knowledge of archival conservation of the Life Lines group. Alongside these came changes in staff cultures and mind sets within a fairly traditional university archives setting. The outward-looking project leader and Learning & Engagement Manager were instrumental in bringing about cultural change, where public engagement was energised through participative activity. The Manager commented ‘A really important part of our project has been the engagement with other parts of the university and with other organisations, such as Nottinghamshire Archives, the Galleries of Justice and other museums; it’s been good for us to work with other organisations.’
For the Life Lines group themselves, the opportunity to engage in their own family history and archive research and to have this recognised as ‘real history’ and valid as academic research has been gratifying and in two cases, expressed as life-affirming. It was possible to allocate further funds to the project enabling a printed publication of the group’s work. 

Sustainability

The group has found a strong identity and has continued to meet and work together. A member commented ‘It’s great to see our small, but strong group continuing beyond our IMD project.’  The group is now also facilitating workshops with new participants.

The university is planning an HLF bid to extend the co-production nature of the research and dissemination. This is a very new way for them to work.

Derby Museums Trust

The organisation

Formerly the City Council’s Museum & Art Gallery service, Derby Museums Trust is now an independent charitable organisation run for, and on behalf of, the people of Derby. 

The project

Derby Museums Trust, and its personnel, are committed to and experienced with experimental co-production working, thanks to the remarkable Re-making the museum project at Derby Silk Mill. 

The IMD project was to take co-creation a stage further. As a pilot and part of a larger co-production gallery development, staff aimed to work closely with visitors to develop an understanding of natural history through digital conversations both within and outside the gallery. With no natural history curator in the museum, could the Trust encourage local people to tell and share stories and expertise about natural history, allowing a wide audience to benefit? With the use of iPads, wi-fi and existing social media channels, staff wanted to engage people with natural history themes presented in the gallery both before and after visiting and to extend engagement to embed inspiration and learning.
People were encouraged to use their smartphones to record sounds of the natural world and send these to the museum, creating a cumulative digital archive. A gallery ‘sound wall’ enabled visitors to select and listen to a location, making use of an iPad. The technology also permits staff to monitor and assess participatory activity.

Through creative use of off-the-shelf technologies, the project piloted simple solutions and tested participation, with the support of a technical mentor. The budget of £7,620 included some research visits to other museums and sites. The new gallery ‘Notice nature, feel joy’ was co-curated and co-produced. The project leader commented ‘Co-production is collaborative and our project worked with volunteers, businesses, universities, the public and other museums to contribute to the final interpretation.’ 

Sustainability

Staff are committed to a collaborative approach and continue to work closely with the team of volunteers developed during the process, including forming close links with natural history groups in Derbyshire.

Staff are good at sharing experience and knowledge and this has become part of the dialogue on interpretive practice, and not only for the Trust. At the time of writing, teams from twelve other UK museums have come on study visits to the gallery. 

Hardwick Hall

The organisation

A second National Trust property to receive funding, Bess of Hardwick’s country house of the late 1500s, architecturally innovative in its day, is an icon in the Trust’s portfolio. 

The project

The Trust aimed to utilise funding of £4000 for a project with young people within the property’s larger interpretive plan for the year. The aim was to reach beyond the traditional expectations and perceptions of visitors to engage them in different stories and in new ways.  The awarding panel remarked that ‘The project is a positive risk because of perceptions and culture within the National Trust. Risk is maximised through the element of whether the project can effectively engage young people. As it is new area of work for the organisation, it is an exciting challenge.’
Lady Arbella Stuart was seen as a possible successor to the childless Queen Elizabeth I of England. At the age of seven she became the ward of her maternal grandmother, Bess of Hardwick. She was brought up in relative isolation at Hardwick as a pawn in the succession. Her turbulent teenage and young adult years provided the focus for a property-wide story.

Throughout the season, visitors were asked, 'Was Hardwick a palace or a prison for Arbella?' Visitors could decide for themselves in response to interpretation around the house; a film room to provoke debate; and films and research on the website and social media pages. Much of the research and filming would be undertaken by schools and volunteers. Once again challenges emerged, as the initial change-maker left for another job. However, the project succeeded with groups of young people and volunteers (including many of the ‘traditional’ type that are often to be found within the National Trust) brought together for animated and productive discussion about the life and treatment of Arbella at the hands of powerful people. The interpretative media installed around the house eventually included the video created by young people. 

Sustainability

Responses from both visitors and volunteers were so positive that managers retained elements of the displays for a further season and decided to use controversial aspects of the people of Hardwick to develop engaging interpretation in the future. The relationship between Hardwick and young people from nearby schools (in former mining communities) has been strengthened.  The project leader’s comments reflect the value of this project to the organisation: ‘This type of project is essential until participation becomes the norm as it helps heritage professionals firstly justify trying more participatory activities within their organisation, and secondly provides a support network for those who don’t do this as a matter of course.’ 

Dissemination

Dissemination of good practice and of lessons learned was seen as essential from the outset. Initially Black and Skinner intended to focus on the East Midlands but, through feedback and review during the project, they were encouraged to look beyond regional boundaries. As a result, they and partner project leaders attended and delivered papers and workshops at a wide range of professional events. In addition to leading workshops at the 2015 East Midlands Heritage Conference, these included:

· Kids in Museums, Midlands Federation of Museums Spring meeting, Coventry 19/03/2015

· Digital Families, British Museum 23/03/2015

· The Curator of the Future, British Museum 13/04/2015

· Innovation: The Emperor’s New Clothes? Museums Computer Group/Cambridge University Museums 14/05/2015

· Social History Curators’ Group Conference, Derby & Sheffield 18-19/06/2015

· In Gallery Engagement: Digital vs Analogue, Oxford University Museums Partnership 22/07/2015

· Kids in Museums workshops, ZSL London Zoo
17/09/2015

· Working in Partnership with Higher Education workshop, SHARE Academy, Newark Civil War Centre 7/10/2015

· Discovering Collections, Discovering Communities (DCDC15), National Archives/Research Libraries UK 14/10/2015

· Museums Association Conference, Birmingham 5-6/11/2015

· Staffordshire Museums Network, Samuel Johnson Museum, Lichfield 15/12/2015

The website www.innovationinmuseumdisplays.co.uk/ remains live and links can be found to project documentation and the final evaluation report.

Dissemination is ongoing. However, in retrospect, more could and should have been done to plan in dissemination from the outset. 
Evaluation
The opportunities afforded through the Arts Council England funding were pivotal in project success.  In particular, the encouragement provided to support museums in taking risks and learning from mistakes enabled and enhanced different approaches to displays and a confidence within organisations to embrace the unexpected. (Lomas, 2015, evaluation report)
The evaluation was carried out by Heather Lomas. Her full report can be found on the IMD website. The bulk of her conclusions were highly positive and directly reflected Black and Skinner’s ambitions for the project:

Evaluation and analysis of feedback leads to the following general conclusions:

· Arts Council England funding was pivotal to project success.  In particular, the encouragement provided to support museums in taking risks and learning from mistakes enabled and enhanced different approaches to displays and a confidence within organisations to embrace the unexpected.

· The importance of museums moving forward has been highlighted, considering how displays and exhibitions can be approached in the future and challenging the acceptance that current practice is sufficient.

· Stated aims have on the whole been met, with outputs and impact demonstrating an increase in partner museums developing new and innovative ways of approaching displays and exhibitions.

In specific areas, conclusions reached are as follows:

· Innovation was relative to organisational context. Innovative practice was evident in all projects, the extent of which was based on the initial starting level of the museum; some with limited experience of display creation, and others starting from a more advanced position. Several developed new ways of working, more creative approaches, confidence and experience of working with new audiences and have subsequently embedded these within their organisations. Others were already working in successful collaborative and co-production ways, so it was more of an extension of their practice.  The greatest impact was evidenced in those organisations that had no previous experience of co-production, working with new audiences or closely developed partnership working. Black and Skinner recognise that the project has provided a catalyst to the process of change and organisational thinking about displays and engagement with audiences.

· Flexibility and responsiveness to change afforded through the structure of the project allowed museums to develop confidence and attempt more risk-orientated approaches.  In particular colleagues felt empowered to work with new audiences and in different ways with stakeholders.  This was a new approach in many cases and the license to fail, learn and develop new approaches supported creativity which can be built on in the future.

· Sharing information with other participants and the opportunity to meet with other participants and mentors at workshops was key to success.  In particular, museums found the initial workshop by Black to be inspirational and excellent at encouraging museums to experiment and test their own boundaries. Wider interaction through mentoring or research visits was also beneficial. 

· Mentoring was hugely beneficial and all involved commented on the positive interactions and support they have received from their mentors. In turn, mentors enjoyed sharing their knowledge and in many instances gained confidence and experience to support their own practice.

· Cost effectiveness was crucial to the aims of the project. Organisations received relatively small grants to develop their activities.  The resulting outputs, impact and sustainability demonstrate the cost effective nature of the projects. Equipment purchased as an integral part of activity will enable a legacy of good practice to be embedded for the future.

· All participants recognised the value of project evaluation.  In many cases clear evaluation was not embedded from the outset, but this emerged as a project strength as a less rigid approach to measuring impacts enabled a more organic approach to project development and was less constraining for the museums involved, allowing for greater creativity and innovative ways of working. 

· Participant museums were keen to ensure that a legacy of skills, knowledge and confidence gained during the projects would continue. All partners welcomed the idea of encouraging knowledge transfer and for current project participants to be considered for a mentoring role in future projects.

The criticisms of the project also provided food for thought if a wider scheme was envisaged:

· In some cases the 12-month timescale for project completion proved to be difficult and too short.  The innovative nature of the projects and the need to test and adjust delivery meant that a longer timescale could have been beneficial.

· Some organisations had limited experience of evaluating projects and further support could assist with future sustainability.

· Some projects lacked long term organisational buy-in and individuals were very much driving their projects; this presented a challenge when individuals moved on.

The recommendations made by Lomas all pointed to the relevance of the project and the potential for its extension:

1. The success of the IMD project suggests it could be repeated with other museums; the use of grant aid to support further projects should be considered.

2. The use of mentors was a cost effective way of sharing knowledge and expertise amongst museums and practitioners in the region.  It would be useful to look at ways to extend this practice throughout museums in the region. If continued, clearer guidance should be developed to define the mentor relationship with supported museums.

3. Current participant museums should be considered to provide a mentoring and/or buddying role for new projects.

4. If repeated, the project should review and further develop guidance for reporting and monitoring by participant museums and mentors.

5. Greater support should be considered at the application stage to ensure museums have confidence to apply.

6. If future projects are developed consideration should be given to extending timescales to allow sufficient time for development and testing alongside project delivery and taking account of budgetary planning within organisations.

7. Support with evaluation should be integrated into future projects from the outset and should build on the lessons learned from the 2013-2015 projects.  This should take full regard of the points made in this report regarding the positive aspects of flexibility, risk taking and ability to fail.

8. Museums should continue to evaluate the outcomes of their individual projects and consider the impact of this on their development and organisational change.

9. Projects should be encouraged to provide information about success via their own channels.  However, access to learning is not available for all projects due to corporate restrictions on website content for some sites, for example the National Trust.

Conclusions
This paper has argued that there is an urgent need for root and branch change in the ways in which museums engage with their audiences. It has discussed the effectiveness of a participatory approach and analysed how this can be achieved by fostering an innovative mindset amongst museum and heritage organisations and personnel through small scale project work. It has described and evaluated a series of pilot studies under an active research project, Innovation in Museum Displays, and the profound impact these had, and continue to have, on the organisations and individuals involved.

The evaluation of these pilots, and the overall approach taken to them, confirms the potential influence such projects could have on museums and heritage sites more widely.  There is no single truth. In fact, as discussed above, diversity is key. Indeed every project and organisation was singular and required a different undertaking. But putting in place the underpinning framework outlined in this paper increases the likelihood both of successful outcomes to the initial project and the sustainability of a transformed outlook within the organisations.

With an overall ambition to influence the profession more generally, the challenge now is to test the concepts more fully and at a larger scale – but a scale that can still operate through personal contact. In addition to those discussed in this paper, the objectives should be:

1. To maintain the flexibility, lightness of touch, small scale, unfettered budget and collaborative nature which were the hallmarks of the project. 

2. To increase the number, geographical spread and diversity of participating organisations, and broaden the range, so we have enough for a rigorous qualitative judgement of the effectiveness of the process. 

3. To provide a more flexible timetable for projects, to allow for longer or shorter timespans as appropriate. 

4. To encourage some of the existing participants to take their ideas further.

5. To develop and train a wider and more diverse pool of mentors, including personnel from existing participants, within a framework of better guidance on the role of mentors – including seeing mentors as future ambassadors for innovation.
6. To substantially increase the support offered at the application stage, so that more applications, and more diverse applications, are submitted.

7. To put a light-touch evaluation process in place from the outset, including an analysis of audience responses.

8. To put a wider and more effective dissemination process in place from the outset – to establish how best to influence museum and heritage organisations nationally. This should include more dynamic use of the website and better organisation of reporting by participants during the projects. The starting point is to establish how best to influence the profession on a national level. 

9. To recognise that individual risk-takers/change-makers remain vital to innovation, and look for better, more effective ways to enable them to influence the mind-sets of their organisations. The challenges are to understand ways of doing this while also providing the ‘head-space’ those people require. 

10. To ensure, so far as possible, that the experience gained remains within the organisation, participants should be able to buy in any essential technical expertise and backfill to cover their day-jobs but should avoid bought-in project managers.

11.  To extend the project to promote social innovation as well participatory exhibits. This aspect was central to a number of the completed projects, but has not been a specifically defined aspect of the project to date. As highlighted by the evaluator, and noted above: “the greatest impact was evidenced in those organisations that had no previous experience of co-production, working with new audiences or closely developed partnership working.” 
12.  In recognising that innovation requires cultural change in organisations, not just individuals, the project must challenge senior management and/or trustees to embrace the process. We must ensure greater contact between the project organisers and the management/trustees of the organisations involved to maximize buy-in to the concept of innovation. A starting point is to ensure the application form includes a statement from the management/trustees in support of the process.
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Jodie Henshaw, Museum Development Officer, Mansfield Museum, 
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Heather Lomas
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